CHAPTER v
HE BECOMES LEADER OF THE IRISH PARTY

THE leadership of the Irish party was now in sight, but not
actually in his possession* Butt died in May, 1879, but it
was not until May, 1880, that his successor was elected*
Between those two times much that was important happened*
The West of Ireland, the beautiful but barren province of
Connaught, experienced once more the pangs of hunger*
The potato crop failed* It had been small in 1877, small in
1878, and now in 1879 it had descended almost to the level
of the crop in the great famine year of 1846* Parnell, never
deeply acquainted with the land question, found himself
confronted with the direst problem of all that are in Ireland:
how to make life tolerable in an impoverished province for a
people who are deeply attached to the soil on which they were
born, and not easily to be moved from it, though too many of
them are there* His mind was on government, but he quickly
perceived that there could be no government while this
matter remained unattended* The passionate peasant, Michael
Davitt, left him in no doubt about the importance of the
question* Hitherto, he had felt as the Fenians felt, that all
else was subordinate to the gaining of self-government j but
Davitt, who was a practical visionary, despite the fact that
he was generally regarded as a crank, made Parnell realise
that none were so visionary as those who expected men m a
state of chronic malnutrition to work themselves into a state
of ecstasy about abstract ideas* What did it matter to the
Mayo man whether he was governed from Westminster or
from College Green, when his holding was uneconomic and
his belly was pinched with hunger ? In that moist air, on
that barren soil, there was no time for discussion of high
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